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Chapter 1

Zach sighs as I root around in my bag for the front door key I’ve had for my parents’ home since I was a teenager.

‘No wonder you can never find anything in there, what is all that crap?’ he says.

‘That’s rich coming from you. You only got back from uni yesterday and your room’s already a tip.’ I know only too well that parent/child roles always reverse in the end (me and my parents being a case in point) but Zach’s only nineteen, I’m not having him telling me off.

‘Grandma and Grandpa need to get this doorknob fixed,’ he remarks.

‘Good luck telling them that,’ I say. He’s right, it’s hanging by a thread, but it’s a drop in the ocean compared to everything else that needs doing in the house. Nevertheless, I add it to my mental list.

I finally locate the key and we go into the hall. The house is Victorian, all high ceilings and cornices, and packed with that favourite of every estate agent, original features. If it wasn’t so dilapidated it would be beautiful. The familiar scent of dog assaults our nostrils, along with a delicious, savoury, garlicky smell wafting from the kitchen.

‘Hello!’ I call, hanging my coat on one of the only pegs that hasn’t come loose from its moorings and made its way hopelessly to the floor. Zach shrugs out of his enormous parka and does the same.

‘Through here!’ Mum calls. We make our way down the hall and into the kitchen, where she presides over a vast, bubbling vat of soup on the stove. Dad is doing the Guardian cryptic crossword at the battered pine table, its surface scored with scratches and burn marks. His long legs are stretched out and their elderly Westmoreland Terrier, Dottie, lies adoringly across his feet. As ever, he looks slightly too big for his surroundings, a Ken doll in a house built for miniature Sylvanian families.

‘Here’s my favourite grandson!’ Mum says, waving the wooden spoon cheerfully, silver bangles clanking together, splattering thick orange liquid across the worktop. She is tall too, with long, wild grey hair that defies any attempt to tame it, and still wiry and strong at seventy-five. She used to joke that she chose Dad because he was the only man who could make her feel dainty.

‘I mean, I’m your only grandson, but yeah hi, Grandma.’

Zach lopes over and gives her a hug and then bends to give Dad one too, plonking himself down at the table next to him. ‘What’s cooking?’

‘Everything soup!’ she says. ‘All the stuff that needed using up from the allotment. We’ve struggled to get through everything without you and your appetite. I’ve got some home-grown raspberries from last summer out of the freezer for pudding too.’

This kitchen has always been the heart of the home and, for a moment, all is as it should be, as it used to be. Even when I was fighting with my parents as a teenager, or Mum was embarrassing me with her tie-dye tops and flares when everyone else’s mum was in straight jeans and neat little cardigans, there was comfort to be found here. I find it still in the chipped, earthenware mugs hanging from the dresser, the shelf of well-thumbed cookbooks, spines broken and pages stained with the remnants of meals past, the shelf of tall glass jars each containing a different kind of pasta.

Today that shelf is looped, as always at this time of year, with strands of threadbare tinsel and a string of tattered paper chains with a red and green crayon design scribbled by a long-ago, five-year-old Zach.

‘What do you think about nine across?’ Dad holds out the paper to Zach, who studies it intently for a few seconds.

‘Album,’ he says and passes it back. Thanks to the hours he spent here when he was younger, he’s a whizz at the insanely difficult crosswords his grandparents favour. It must have skipped a generation as they make absolutely no sense to me whatsoever.

‘So, how was your first term?’ Mum says.

‘Good, thanks,’ Zach says. That’s about as much as I’ve got out of him since he got back from Winchester for the Christmas holidays yesterday. I want to press for details – in some ways I wish it was like nursery school where they’d give you a detailed rundown of your child’s day when you picked them up. Realistically, I probably wouldn’t want to know.

‘Ah, I remember those days,’ Mum says, misty-eyed. ‘I met your grandpa on the very first day at UCL, can you believe it? I’d led ever such a sheltered life, really, up until then. Hardly any of the girls from my school even went to university. Even though it was the late sixties, it wasn’t the free love kind of sixties you hear about now. The teachers were working on the assumption that we’d work as secretaries for a few years and then find nice husbands and settle down and have babies.’

‘You did do that,’ I point out unkindly. Mum and Dad were married almost as soon as they left university and I was born three years after that.

‘Well, I got married and had . . . you, yes.’ She looks hurt and I feel instantly guilty. ‘But I certainly wasn’t a secretary, and I worked on and off throughout your whole childhood. Anyway, meeting Heath when I was eighteen changed everything.’

‘I know, I know. He took you on an anti-Vietnam protest. I’ve heard the story a million times.’

‘I haven’t,’ Zach says. ‘What was it like?’

‘You must have not been listening then,’ I say. ‘She’s always banging on about how she was arrested.’

‘You were arrested?’ Zach’s eyes are like saucers. ‘Blimey, Grandma. Sounds like you were living your best life. How on earth did you end up here?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with here,’ I say. They moved from London to this quiet, residential road in a small town in Sussex because they thought it would be a good place to raise children. And they were right, it was great growing up here. I could walk to school, to friends’ houses, into the town centre which although not exactly cosmopolitan, boasts a thriving high street. It was why I was so keen for Martin and I to move back here when I was pregnant with Zach.

‘What’s going on with the scaffolding next door?’ I say, to prevent having to hear the arrest story for the million and first time.

‘What an eyesore!’ Dad says. ‘What on earth do Philip and Sue need all that scaffolding for just to get a few roof tiles fixed?’

‘I don’t suppose they’d have it if it wasn’t necessary,’ I say.

‘Nonsense!’ Mum says. ‘When we had some loose tiles, Bob’s nephew shinned up there – all done in a couple of hours and at a fraction of the cost of scaffolding.’

‘Why don’t you ask them?’ I say.

‘Ha!’ Dad says. ‘We’d never get a straight answer out of them. We’ve been trying to get them to take those hideous leylandii down for the last fifty years.’

The huge, admittedly ugly trees that form the boundary between their garden and next door have been a thorn in my parents’ side for as long as I can remember. When they bought the house, they were head height and my parents didn’t realise they would quickly come to tower over everything, blocking out much of the natural light.

‘At least it means your garden is lovely and private, especially given Sue can be a bit of a busybody,’ I say. ‘You’re not overlooked at all, with those on Philip and Sue’s side and the road on the other.’

‘We weren’t overlooked when they were only six feet tall,’ Mum says. ‘There’s absolutely no need for them to be so ridiculously high.’

In trying to get out of one oft-repeated conversation I’ve accidentally strayed into another, so I cast around for a distraction. Unfortunately it comes in the form of Dad’s spectacles, one lens cracked, the frames held together by a piece of Sellotape wrapped around the bridge.

‘What happened to your glasses?’

‘I dropped them.’

‘Dropped them? From what height? How did they get so mangled up?’

His eyes flicker nervously to Mum at the stove. She stirs the soup intently as if her life depends on it.

‘Mum?’ I say.

‘Oh well . . . somebody left a trowel lying about at the allotment and your father tripped and twisted his ankle. If you ask me, Val Peters left it there on purpose – her and Clive have always been jealous of our cauliflower harvest. We should put up a camera and catch them at it next time.’

I ignore this ludicrous accusation and focus on Dad.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you’d had a fall?’

‘Why have I “had a fall”?’ he says testily. ‘If the same thing had happened to you, you wouldn’t describe it that way – you’d say you tripped and fell. I’m fitter than you are – I ran a half marathon six months ago.’

‘You’re definitely fitter than me,’ Zach says. ‘I wouldn’t have a hope in hell of running even a quarter of a marathon.’

‘You would if you didn’t spend all your time gaming and . . .’ I was going to say smoking weed, but even though my parents are liberal lefties, I’m not sure how they’d feel about that, so I hold back. ‘Oh, Dad, look at that.’ I step closer to examine his right hand, which is bruised and swollen. ‘Have you been to the doctor?’

‘Of course not!’ he says, yanking the sleeve of his jumper down which is, as ever, too short for his mighty arms. ‘It’s just a scratch.’

‘You should get it looked at. You probably need to call them anyway to renew your prescriptions.’ I rifle through the bowl of tablets on the dresser.

‘That’s a joke,’ Dad says. ‘It’s impossible to get through to them on the phone. I called at 8am on the dot the other day and it was engaged already.’

‘You need to keep redialling, you’ll get through eventually.’

‘Can’t you do the online booking thing for us?’ he says. Since the Covid pandemic made my boss Janine realise accountants could very well work from home, and it would be a good deal cheaper for her if they did, I no longer work in an office. Unfortunately my parents have taken this to mean I no longer have to work at all and can be at their constant beck and call.

‘You can do it yourself . . . hang on, isn’t it Wednesday?’

‘Yes.’

‘You haven’t taken Monday or Tuesday of these ones – what are they for again?’ The last question is more to myself than either of them.

‘I expect he has,’ Mum says. ‘It’s just sometimes he takes them out of one of the other packs, so the days get out of sync.’

‘But that’s the whole point of having the days on them, so you don’t get confused about what you’ve taken! No wonder you had a fall, it’s probably side effects from not taking the tablets correctly.’

You’d never think he’d spent his working life running a wildly successful History department at the local secondary school. Under his leadership, the students achieved more As at A level than the posh school at the top of town that charges thousands of pounds a term. Now he’s messing up a simple medication regime.

‘I didn’t have a fall. I tripped over a trowel.’ He twitches angrily and Dottie stirs, growling in her sleep. It’s only then that I notice the walking stick leaning against the wall near him, an elegant, heavy oak cane with a silver fox head for a handle that he inherited from his own father.

‘If you’re feeling unsteady on your feet, you could always use that second-hand wheelchair I got you last time you fell. I know it’s a bit rusty, but it does the job.’

‘A wheelchair? For God’s sake, I’m not totally decrepit. I’m absolutely fine with my stick. I’ve put myself in for the Blackhawk Point 10k in September.’

‘The notoriously punishing clifftop run?’

‘Awesome,’ Zach says, looking up from his phone.

‘That’s the one,’ he says firmly, filling in a crossword clue.

‘He’s fine,’ Mum says briskly. ‘Once it’s healed, he can come to Pilates with me – it’s brilliant for building strength. Now, let’s all have some soup.’ She pulls open a cupboard door to get the bowls out and it swings perilously off its hinges.

‘You need to get someone in to fix that.’

‘I’ll get Bob to have a look at it next time he’s here,’ she says evasively.

‘No, not Bob, he’ll stick it back on with superglue.’ Bob is an ancient retired handyman who’s been repairing anything that’s gone wrong in this house since the dawn of time. ‘Get someone proper in – or I can try and find someone.’

‘Bob’s fine – and, more importantly, he’s cheap.’

‘Alright, but that’s the tip of the iceberg, Mum. Fixing it would be like flinging a small cup of water onto a burning building. What about all the other kitchen cupboards, the cracked window frames, the radiators that have to be bled every day or they don’t heat up? The downstairs loo has been blocked for six months!’

‘That’s not a huge problem, we can use the upstairs one,’ Dad protests.

‘What about your ankle, though? It’s ridiculous when you’ve got a perfectly good loo down here. I wish I could help more, but . . .’

The truth is that since the divorce I’m almost as skint as they are. Martin and I sold the house but the equity was minimal as we’d borrowed against it over the years to do home improvements that I’d thought were a long-term investment. Martin’s OK – his salary is much higher than mine plus he’s moved straight in with Elaine who earns a decent wage herself. Whereas I only just managed to get a mortgage on a two-bedroom flat by the skin of my teeth, and am killing myself to make the payments every month, as well as supporting Zach at university as much as I’m able.

‘It’s alright, love, we wouldn’t want you to anyway,’ Mum says. ‘Can you get the butter out?’

I open the fridge door and have to bite my tongue when I see a lump of cheese that hasn’t been covered, the edges cracked and crusting like the dry heels in a Dr Scholl treatment commercial. It sits alongside an open packet of ham, the slices spilling out of it, curling and crispy.

‘If you’d moved into the basement when Martin left like we suggested, we’d be able to afford to get someone in properly,’ says Dad, obviously wanting to punish me for making him feel like an old person.

‘We discussed why that wasn’t a good idea.’

The basement, converted many years ago into a teenage den for me and my friends, has fallen into disrepair much like the rest of the house. ‘There was no room for Zach, for a start.’ It’s no more than a studio flat with a kitchenette and a tiny, flat-roofed bathroom tacked onto the back. It does at least have its own entrance. The house is built on a slope, so although the basement annexe is underground at the front, at the rear it’s on ground level, with an external door and two small windows on the side of the house.

‘He’s in Winchester most of the time now, though. And he could have stayed in the house with us in the holidays – we’d have loved to have you, darling. You could help us in the garden like you used to. Remember that little set we bought you – a dinky trowel and fork with those shiny red handles?’

‘Oh yeah, I do remember that!’ Zach grins, and I realise with a little spike of worry that it’s the first time I’ve seen him look properly happy since he got back from university.

‘I’ll lay the table,’ I say, changing the subject to avoid admitting the real reasons I didn’t want to move back in with my parents – the implicit failure of my own independent life, and the fact that they’d have driven me mad in the time it took to unpack my belongings. I reach to open the drawer where they keep the placemats.

‘No, not in there,’ Mum says quickly. ‘They’re already out – look.’

So they are, neatly piled on the table. I open the drawer anyway, the air thick with something I don’t understand. Red capital letters leap out at me, screaming FINAL DEMAND. I lift the top sheet of paper and there’s another underneath threatening debt collectors, hinting at repossession.

‘What are all these?’ I pick up a fistful and wave them at my parents, but it’s a redundant question. Their red faces say it all.

‘Why didn’t you tell me things were so bad?’

‘We didn’t want to worry you, love,’ Dad says, putting down his pen. ‘You’ve had enough on your plate.’

‘I could have helped.’ The words come out automatically but although I would do anything to protect them from stress and pain, in reality there is little I could have done. I’ve don’t have anything left at the end of each month myself. ‘How have you got to this point?’

‘Dad’s pension only goes so far,’ Mum says. ‘And mine’s so negligible I may as well not bother collecting it.’ Mum worked sporadically when I was younger, often switching jobs. She’s a qualified social worker who did a lot of work with victims of domestic violence – ‘battered women’ as they were known back in the eighties. ‘The house is expensive to heat,’ she goes on. ‘We’re both fit as fiddles but we can’t be cold, not at our age.’

Funny how the moment there’s a whiff of turning the heating down, they’re no longer hale and hearty marathon runners, but poor old dears who can’t be cold. Anyway, the heating bills are only part of the story. As pensioners their income is limited, but those open packs in the fridge were from Waitrose, not Lidl. They’re not spendthrifts but they do like the finer things in life.

‘Maybe it’s time to think about downsizing.’ I’m not sure why I bother to say it. I know what the response will be. I’ve suggested it in the past and they always react as if I’d suggested one of them kills and eats the other to save on the food bill.

‘No,’ Dad says firmly. ‘This is our home.’

‘And the garden. I could never leave the garden.’ Mum’s voice trembles with emotion. ‘I know you don’t understand, not being a gardener, but that garden is our life’s work. It’s a labour of love. You might as well ask me to cut off my own head as leave that garden.’

‘Yes – and we’ve just planted some new roses. We couldn’t leave them now.’

Their rose garden is the pièce de résistance, the apple of their eye – possibly dearer to them than me or even Zach. If they spent half as much time and money maintaining the house as they do the garden, it’d be a show home. The rose garden has grown over the years with the existing bushes trailing ever further along the trellises and more varieties being added. That’s why they got their allotment a few years ago – there was no room in the garden for vegetables. The one thing they had neglected out there was the ancient patio, cracked and broken, but they’re currently in the throes of having that redone. The tiles have been removed and the area dug out ready for it to be replaced with smart new charcoal slate. I dread to think how they’re paying for that – stuck it on one of their many credit cards, I dare say.

‘What about getting a tenant in to rent the annexe?’

I’m expecting the usual push back on this as well, but it doesn’t come. They exchange a meaningful look.

‘We have discussed that,’ Dad admits. Blimey, things must be really bad.

‘Great. I can help with sorting that. You’ll need to do a few repairs first though, you can’t expect someone to live in it as it is.’

‘We don’t,’ Mum says, affronted. ‘We’ll get Bob round. Now, let’s have this soup.’

Two hours later, having taken a thorough inventory of what needs doing in the annexe before they could let it, plus submitted to the obligatory tour of the rose garden to admire their latest acquisition, Zach and I make our way back down the front steps. The sky was a deep, glowering grey when we were out in the garden and as I open my car door, the first fat drops of rain begin to fall. One splashes onto the back of my neck and trickles down between my shoulder blades. I shiver.





Chapter 10

The cocktail I had on arrival has blurred the world around the edges. A candle stuck in an old wine bottle flickers on the table between us. As Cooper pours me a glass of red wine, the rest of the room ebbs away. Tucked away in this alcove, we could be the only people in the restaurant. I’m wearing a wide-necked top and he reaches out and runs a finger across the exposed top of my shoulder. I shiver and something shifts inside me.

‘You look lovely,’ he says.

‘Liar. I saw myself in the mirror before I came out and I look about a hundred and three.’

‘You need to learn how to take a compliment.’

‘I suppose I’m not used to them.’

He trails his hand back down my arm. ‘Maybe it’s a defence mechanism.’

‘Defence against what?’ I say, still feeling the imprint of his finger on my skin.

‘You tell me. Did Martin ever compliment you?’

‘Back in the day, I guess, when we were first together. Although now I come to think of it, I can’t call a single occasion to mind.’ Our wedding day – he must have said I looked beautiful then, surely. Why can’t I remember?

‘We’ve already established that he’s a dickhead, so that doesn’t shock me.’

‘He’s not so bad.’ I’m surprised to find myself defending Martin.

‘Really? He left you for someone else. You’re very tolerant.’

‘Whatever he’s done, he’s still my son’s father. I don’t want to be on bad terms with him.’

‘I wouldn’t be so magnanimous in your situation.’

‘Have you ever been – in my situation, I mean?’ Alcohol has emboldened me to get personal. ‘Has anyone ever cheated on you?’

‘Once,’ he says. ‘Let’s just say I’m not big on forgiveness.’

‘What happened?’

‘Put it this way – I made sure she regretted it.’

‘Why? What did you do?’ I ask, agog, imagining him snipping up her favourite dress or stuffing prawns into her curtain hems.

‘I paid the other fella a visit, made sure he wouldn’t be able to do it again.’

‘Oh.’ I sit back in my chair, the pleasant wine-haze that has surrounded me evaporating.

He chuckles.

‘I’m joking, Penny. She regretted it because the bloke turned out to be an arsehole. She came crawling back to me but I was having none of it.’

‘Oh, phew!’ I lean back in. ‘So tell me more about you. You mentioned your family last time we went out. Do you get on with your mum now?’

‘Yeah, we get on fine. I think she feels guilty, can see now that she handled it wrong back then. But it’s all good now. Seems like you get on well with your parents?’

It must be the wine, but I find myself spilling more and more of my life into Cooper’s willing ears. I don’t feel I’m giving him much space to talk, but he’s such a good listener, it’s hard to stop. By the time we’re digging a spoon each into one rich chocolate mousse, dimly illuminated by the last, guttering light of the candle, he’s had my entire life story.

‘I can’t eat any more of this, it’s so rich.’ I lay my spoon down on the table.

‘Fancy a nightcap?’ he asks. ‘We’ve missed last orders. I would say you could come back to mine, but might be a bit weird for you with your parents on the other side of the wall.’

‘Yeah. I haven’t told them we’re . . .’ I stop. I’ve led myself down a dead end and now I’ve got to finish the sentence. What are we doing?

‘Having dinner?’ Cooper suggests with a smile.

‘Yes, exactly.’

‘We could go back to yours for a drink?’ he suggests. ‘Zach seemed pretty relaxed about me being there.’

‘OK. Just a quick drink though.’

‘Scout’s honour.’ He holds up two fingers in a mock salute.

Back at the flat, I close the front door softly behind us. It’s quiet and in darkness – it’s later than I realised. Zach must have gone to bed, for which I’m thankful. I’m aware of how drunk I am as I gingerly get out glasses, bottle, corkscrew, trying not to clink any of them against anything that might wake Zach. When I go into the sitting room with the drinks, Cooper is sprawled in the middle of my two-seater sofa. There’s only a small space either side of him, so I wedge myself into one of them. He gives me a lazy smile and downs half the glass in one go. I leave mine on the coffee table. I’ve already had too much.

‘So . . . have you had . . . dinner with anyone else, since you and Martin split up?’ He puts his hand casually on my knee and traces circles with his fingers which go a little higher each time. My stomach churns, a jittery mix of desire and nausea. I was – am – attracted to him, but I feel trapped, like I’ve lost any agency I had in the situation. That in letting him into my flat, I’ve relinquished the right to say no to him.

‘No. Only you.’

‘I think it’s time you did something for yourself, don’t you?’ He strokes the side of my face gently. ‘You do so much for everyone else.’

‘I don’t know what that would feel like,’ I say.

‘Like this.’ He leans in to kiss me.

My initial impulse is to pull back, but I don’t. I allow my mouth to respond. I’ve spent an enjoyable evening with this man. We’ve kissed before. I find him attractive. It’s unthinkable that I should want to stop this, tell him to leave. Do I? I try to quieten these thoughts that spin around my brain as his tongue pulses in my mouth and he slips his hand around my waist. I make a faint noise of protest, but he takes it as a sign of enjoyment and burrows further up inside my top. He continues to kiss me without pausing for breath. I’d like to speak, but I don’t have the chance with his probing tongue invading my mouth. I try to inhabit my body, be present, like my mindfulness app tells me. I focus on the sensations of Cooper touching me. They’re pleasant feelings, I tell myself. It’s been a long time since anyone touched me like this. I should be enjoying it. I am.

I allow him to lower me back on the sofa, the length of his body on top of mine, pressing down, hard and heavy. I put my arms around his neck. He reaches down between us and unbuttons my jeans, his hand snaking inside, over my knickers. I stop kissing him and push him up, away from me.

‘What’s the matter?’ His eyes are glazed. It’s as if I’m not here – not as a sentient human being anyway. I’m just a body.

‘Zach’s here. I feel a bit . . .’

‘We can be quiet.’ He buries his face in my neck, kissing and nuzzling. I fix my gaze on the pendant lamp above me. There’s a crack in the ceiling, threading out from the light fixing. I should get that looked at.

I help him pull my jeans down and over my feet, taking off my socks at the same time. They’re mismatched. One has a hole in the heel. I didn’t think anyone would be seeing them. I’m not sure I want to go through with this, but it feels inevitable. It would cause too much of a fuss to stop, plus I don’t want to wake Zach. And deep down, there’s a part of me that is frightened of how he’ll react if I stop him now. It’s easier all round if I just get it over with.

Cooper doesn’t seem to be much of a foreplay man which should be a disappointment, but I’m thankful. I want to get it over and done with. He reaches under my top to undo my bra and kneads my breasts, tweaking my nipples until I gasp in what I suppose he thinks is pleasure. He slides his hand inside my knickers, fingers burrowing, but it doesn’t spark anything pleasurable. In fact I have to steel myself not to jerk away. After a couple of minutes, he pulls my knickers to one side and thrusts into me. My arms meet around his back and I hold my own hand tightly, eyes screwed shut. When he’s finished, he rolls off me and I wriggle out, wrenching my knickers back into place. I retrieve my jeans from the floor and put them on. The underwire from my bra is digging into my armpit. I reach inside my top, pull it down and do it back up.

‘Just going to the loo.’

Outside Zach’s room, I put my ear to the door. Total silence. Thank God he didn’t wake up. What was I thinking, risking him walking in on us? In the bathroom, I avoid my reflection in the mirror. I don’t want to see the blankness I know will be there, to see how little I look like a woman who has recently enjoyed sex. I should be flushed, smiling, relaxed. I am none of those things.

Back in the living room, Cooper is sitting up on the sofa, buttoning up his shirt. He beams at me as if we’ve enjoyed a mutually satisfying experience. Surely he can’t believe I actually got any gratification from that?

‘I’d better go,’ he says. ‘Thanks for a great evening.’

‘Yes, sure.’

I walk with him to the flat door and he kisses me goodbye. I force my lips into the appropriate shape. He jogs down the stairs, disappearing into the darkness. The front door to the building slams, and I’m alone.

I walk back into the sitting room and replace the sofa cushions slowly, as if I’m moving through water. I try to reassure myself that this is all part of dating, of being a single woman. I should be relishing it after all those long, safe, stultifying years of marriage, laughing it off, chalking it up to experience.

Caitlin? I say out loud, my voice wavery.

She doesn’t reply. I know it’s my subconscious but even that seems to have deserted me. If only I could really speak to her. She was the one person I could have phoned at this hour who wouldn’t have minded. She would have pretended she was awake anyway.

I’m dying for a shower but I don’t want Zach to wake and wonder why I’m washing at this hour. I undress and get into bed, first wrapping the duvet around me like a cocoon, and later throwing it off, drenched with sweat. At five thirty I give up on getting any more sleep and step into the shower. I stay much longer than I normally would, in the vain hope that copious amounts of hot water will wash off my confusion and shame.





Chapter 11

‘OK, OK, Mum – don’t panic, I’ll come round. I’ll see you shortly.’

This is the last thing I need. I’m exhausted, and was hoping to avoid Cooper after last night’s events, but I can’t not go, Mum sounds distraught. I couldn’t get much sense out of her, but it’s clearly something to do with Cooper. I was a total fool to ever get involved with him. I should have known it was a terrible idea to date the man who’s renting my parents’ annexe. What was I thinking? I suppose I was seduced – less by Cooper himself than by the idea that someone found me attractive. I dress in baggy tracksuit bottoms and an oversized hoodie – a ludicrous outfit for a woman of my age, but one that covers and disguises as much of my body as is humanly possible. I draw my hair back into an unflattering ponytail and don’t bother with any makeup. I’m making this very easy for Cooper – one look at me in the harsh morning light and he’ll be delighted I don’t want a repeat performance of last night.

On the way over there, my phone rings on Bluetooth in the car. I answer without checking to see who it is, assuming it’ll be Mum and Dad again.

‘Why the hell did you tell Zach that Elaine’s pregnant?’

Oh God. Could this day get any worse?

‘I’m sorry, Martin, it kind of slipped out.’

‘Slipped out? How does something like that slip out? You told him in a deliberate attempt to make him angry with me! You’ve always wanted to be the favourite parent!’

‘Come off it, Martin.’

‘Don’t deny it! It’s always been the two of you against me. You would never put up a united front with me, would you? You always had to take his side.’

‘Take his side? Of course I’m on his side. I’m his mother. You should be on his side too.’

‘I am! But that doesn’t mean giving in to his every whim.’

‘I don’t have time for this right now. I’m on my way to Mum and Dad’s to sort some crisis. I’m sorry I told Zach but the fact is, Elaine is pregnant. It’s not as if I’ve made up some malicious lie about you.’

‘I specifically asked you not to tell him. I wanted to do it myself, in my own way, my own time.’

‘I’m sorry. But he was going to find out sooner or later, unless you were planning to tell him Elaine had a balloon up her jumper. Does it really matter?’

‘Yes, it matters! He’s furious with me! He asked why I didn’t have the balls to tell him myself.’

I pull into Mum and Dad’s driveway. My heart sinks when I see Cooper’s car parked around the side.

‘I’ve got to go, I’ve just arrived at Mum and Dad’s. Don’t worry about Zach, he’ll come round.’

‘That’s all very well for you to—’

I cut him off mid-flow, trot up the steps and let myself in as quickly as I can. I find Mum and Dad in the kitchen, both looking exhausted and older than ever.

‘What’s going on?’ I say before I’ve even taken off my coat or put my bag down.

‘We’ve got to get him out,’ Dad says quietly. ‘He’s dealing drugs out of our house. We can smell it! I may be old but I’m not completely naïve – I was a teenager in the sixties. I know what marijuana smells like. We could end up in prison!’

‘Come off it, I think you’re catastrophising a bit. Just because he smokes the odd joint doesn’t mean he’s a drug dealer.’

‘Then who are these people that arrive at all times of the day and night?’ he says. ‘Don’t tell me they’re his friends. What sort of friends pull up in a car, music blaring, stay for two minutes and go screeching off again? They’re his customers! I saw one of them at the door, handing over money, getting a little bag of something in return. He can’t even be bothered to hide it!’

Is Dad imagining, exaggerating? He may be getting older but I can’t deny he is as sharp as he’s ever been. He’s always had an uncanny ability to see through people, to see them as they are, rather than as they want to be seen. And Cooper does have drugs in the flat, that I know. Plus when I think about it, he’s told me very little about himself – his job, his past, his family. All that time I’ve spent with him and I know barely anything about him. When I think about it, he deflects most personal questions and turns them back on me. I thought he was a good listener, but is it a deliberate strategy?

‘And he still hasn’t paid this month’s rent,’ Dad continues. ‘We need it. We got a final demand from the electricity company this morning. I tried to get another credit card to pay it off but we got turned down.’

Another credit card? How many have they got?

‘Have you fixed the problems? The damp, the tiles?’

‘We were going to get Bob round, but how can we if he won’t let us in, doesn’t answer the door, or his phone?’

‘He was probably out when you tried.’

‘We could hear him,’ Mum says in anguish. ‘He was in there, but he wouldn’t come to the door.’

‘Maybe . . . maybe he couldn’t hear you?’ I’m clutching at straws here.

‘Of course he could,’ Dad snaps. ‘He’s making a fool out of us, Penny.’

Oh God, this doesn’t sound good. Surely there’s some benign explanation, though?

‘I’ll go down there now. His car’s in the drive, so I presume he’s in.’

‘I’m not sure,’ Mum says. ‘I saw him go out on foot earlier and I don’t think he’s back yet.’

‘Let me go and see.’ I go straight back out into the cold and round to the side door. As I rap smartly on it, I try not to think about last night and how I can still feel the imprint of Cooper’s hands on my body, the pressure as he nudged my legs apart with his knee, the soreness between my legs. There’s no answer. I peer through the dusty window. There’s no sign of him. I look round. Nobody can see me from here, unless Sue from next door happens to be peering out of her utility room window, the only one that has any vantage point on my parents’ house. I knock again and press my ear to the door. Nothing. I reach into my bag and find my keys. I’ve had a key to this and all the outside doors for this house since I lived here. I unlock it and open the door a fraction.

‘Cooper?’ I’m ready with an excuse – we heard noises and knew you were out, thought it was an intruder – but no answer comes. I poke my head through the gap. He’s nowhere to be seen. The place is silent and feels uninhabited. I swiftly cross the room and check the only other place he could be – the bathroom. He’s not here, but my eyes are drawn to the cracked tiles by the bath. I kneel down to take a closer look and the strap of my bag slips off my shoulder. I allow it to fall to the floor as I run my fingers over the jagged edges of the tiles. On a couple of them, the cracks splinter out from a central point, as if something heavy has been dropped on them. I’m getting to my feet when something beneath the basin cabinet catches my attention. I crouch back down and reach for it. It’s a hammer. I inspect the head more closely. Clinging to the metal are tiny flecks of what looks like paint or plaster, the exact shade of terracotta as the tiles. I drop to my knees, suddenly weak. Did Cooper damage the tiles deliberately?

Up above me, the damp patch on the ceiling is worse than ever. Feeling sick, I go outside and round to where the section of flat roof is, the one Bob repaired before Cooper moved in. I can’t see the roof from the ground. I know there’s a ladder in the shed, but there’s no time to get it out – I’m terrified of Cooper coming back and finding me snooping. Instead I step onto the low wall that extends out from the house and use it to clamber onto the green wheelie bin. The bin is slippery – there was a frost last night and this side of the house doesn’t get any sun – and I cling onto the drainpipe for support as I pull myself precariously up to standing. I transfer my grip to the edge of the flat roof, the black roofing felt gritty and rough beneath my fingers. I stare, baffled, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing but I don’t have time to order my thoughts because I can hear someone walking up the drive. I freeze. There’s nowhere to hide – I’m in full view. There is absolutely no reasonable explanation for why I am standing on the bin – or for why the external door to the annexe is open and my handbag is inside on the bathroom floor. For one brief, mad moment I consider opening the brown recycling bin next to me, jumping inside with the cans and bottles and closing the lid, but before I have a chance to consider whether I’m seriously going to do it, the postman appears, whistling cheerfully.

‘Hello!’ he says in surprise. ‘Are you alright up there?’

‘Yes, I’m fine, I thought I . . . er . . . heard a cat but there’s nothing up here.’

‘Ah right – I’ll keep an eye out. Post for Brownlow through this door, right?’

‘Yes please.’

He puts a handful of letters through the open door onto the mat and regards me curiously.

‘Would you like me to help you down?’

‘Yes. Thank you.’

I might as well take the opportunity to avoid breaking my leg. I’ve seen everything there is to see up here. Bob has repaired the roof as Mum and Dad said – the felt is brand new and fully sealed around the edges. But on one corner, which corresponds with where the damp patch is inside, the new felt has been cut away with what must have been an incredibly sharp knife or shears. Whoever did it – I frame it like this although it’s painfully obvious who must have done – hasn’t even bothered to take away or hide the removed section. It’s lying there on the roof, taunting me. Underneath, the timber is bare and exposed, water pooling on the uneven surface. No wonder it’s coming through into the annexe. I don’t have time to stand here and dwell on it. Cooper could return at any moment.

I crouch down on the bin and reach my hand out to the postman. There’s a frightening second where I wobble, grasping air, then I grab his hand and steady myself by slapping my other hand against the wall of the house. The brick grazes my skin, and blood beads on my right palm as I shakily make my way to the ground, almost falling into his arms.

I thank him and he salutes me and continues off on his rounds. I long to scurry back to the safety of Mum and Dad’s, but I need to retrieve my handbag. As I step over the post on the mat, I glance down and see that one of the letters has been forwarded from a previous address. I pick it up, mindful to use my left hand, rather than my bloodied right. It’s an address near Blackhawk Point, about twenty minutes’ drive away. I wonder who he was living with before – one of the many things I didn’t find out about him on our date. I can’t waste time thinking about it here and now though. I cross the room, grab my bag from the bathroom and take out my phone. I take a photo of the address and replace the letter on the mat. As I walk back I do a sweep of the room to make sure I haven’t inadvertently left any sign of my having been here. On the sideboard next to the TV there’s a pile of opened post. I hesitate, listening intently, but there’s no sound apart from the gentle rise and fall of voices from Radio 4 in my parents’ house above. I go to the outside door and check the drive. Nothing. I close it and go back to the pile of post and flip through it. The top few are junk mail – pizzas, mattresses, estate agents. At the bottom of the pile, there’s one that looks different – official. It’s been opened and shoved back in the envelope. Gingerly, careful to keep my grazes away from the paper, I extract it. The letter is addressed to Cooper Brownlow and confirms an appointment with his probation officer. My knees almost give way beneath me. I feel like I’ve been whacked over the head with a blunt implement. Cooper has been in prison? For what? As I’m standing there, staring in bewildered consternation at the letter, I hear footsteps outside. It could be a visitor for my parents (or for Cooper more likely, if what my parents say is true) but I can’t take that chance. For a terrifying few seconds I’m genuinely unable to move, each breath following too closely on the heels of the one before.

Finally, my brain kicks in. It’s too late to go out the external door – if it is Cooper I’ll run slap bang into him. My only hope is the internal door. I stuff the letter back in the envelope and replace it under the junk mail. As I fly across to the door, I pray with every fibre of my being that my parents haven’t bolted it on their side. I slide the bolt on this side and push. It doesn’t budge. Of course they’ve locked it, they’re petrified of him. Why didn’t I listen to them from the start
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